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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

     In this study, the Georgia Department of Transportation (GDOT) sought to confirm that
recycled rubber mulch products provide greater service life, stability, and weed/grass control
than conventional mulch materials at comparable or lower costs.  Several rubber mulch products
were used to replace conventional mulch materials used by GDOT for roadside enhancement and
reduce or eliminate more labor-intensive forms of weed control such as repeated application of
herbicides or manual (string) trimming.  Five test sections were installed in GDOT District 1
(Gainesville) and four in GDOT District 7 (Metro Atlanta) in fall 1998 and monitored for 2-1/2-
years.  The following products were evaluated in District 1: loose mulch and preformed bench
mats, trail mats, edging rolls, and tree ring mats.  The following products were evaluated in
District 7: pour-in-place mats, loose mulch, and preformed sign mats.
     The pour-in-place mats held up well, but the degree of weed control provided seemed to
depend on the type of slope underlying each mat.  The mat installed on a concave slope
experienced a large amount of weed penetration, but the mat installed on a convex slope almost
none.  The loose mulch stayed in place fairly well, but it did not appear to control underlying
grass and weeds much better than wood mulch, and it seemed to absorb more heat.  The tree ring
and signs mats also stayed in place well and controlled underlying grass and weeds fairly well,
except where there were placement slits in the mats.  The edge rolls showed little utility, as
shrubs and grass could easily overgrow them.  The bench mats and trail mat controlled
underlying grass and weeds well and held up to use at the Franklin County and Gwinnett County
rest areas, respectively.
     GDOT sought to confirm, via a cost comparison of rubber and wood mulch use, that (1) labor
costs for mulch installation and maintenance were reduced by using rubber mulch, and (2) if so,
the reduced labor costs offset the higher materials costs for rubber mulch.  A 10-year service life
was assumed for the rubber mulch, and it was assumed that wood mulch at a particular location
would be replaced three times in the course of the 10-year period.  The comparison indicated that
the annual cost of rubber mulch use in Districts 1 and 7, respectively, would be approximately
80% (District 1) and 60% (District 7) higher than that of wood mulch use.  The primary factors
in these cost differences were (1) higher materials costs for the rubber mulch (both districts), and
(2) high installation costs for the contractor placing the pour-in-place mats (District 7).
     Although rubber mulch products are expected to last 10 years and generally improve stability
and weed/grass control, purchase of the products is generally not recommended in Districts 1 and
7 until prices may decrease, since rubber mulch use would be significantly more expensive in
both districts. There is an exception to this recommendation, however.  Some mulched areas may
be extremely hard to reach or dangerous to maintain, hence higher costs would be justified due to
convenience and to safety considerations.
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